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I
The “Book of Life” compiled by Frances Titus in 1875 covers the 
life of Sojourner Truth from 1850, about when the first half of the 
Narrative ends, through 1883, the year of her death.   It shows the very 
period when Truth emerges and becomes active on the public stage as 
an antislavery and feminist speaker, when she forms herself as an inde-
pendent black woman by selling her own narrative.  Quite different 
from Gilbert’s compilation which seems to follow on the whole what 
the speaker dictates to her and to progress in a roughly chronological 
order, Titus presents a massive accumulation of newspaper and maga-
zine articles on Truth, advertisements of her lectures, letters written to 
and about her or letters dictated for her, both public and private, and 
autographs of distinguished persons with whom she was acquainted.  It 
is exactly a hotchpotch of fragments of printed matter on Sojourner 
Truth.  Lacking coherent viewpoint and chronological order, “Titus’s 
editions of the Narrative present a fractured portrait” (Painter, 
Sojourner Truth 261).
This collage-like portrait, though fractured, seems to present a 
multi-faceted Truth, never integrated into one authentic figure of the 
illiterate black woman, each fragment showing one of her numerous 
aspects at odds with one another.  Yet the pieces of information about 
her, being put together, seem to give a certain image of Truth who lived 
through hardships in nineteenth-century America; they provide us with 
a precious witness to American history—the antebellum period, the 
Civil War, and the postbellum Reconstruction, while imposing upon us, 
readers, the task of conjuring up what Sojourner Truth was really like.
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In the preface newly added in the 1878 Narrative, Titus refers to 
the episode in which Truth prided herself as “a self-made woman,” 
rivalling Horace Greeley, the successful editor of the New York Tribune 
(3).  The sense of success in the phrase, “a self-made woman,” connotes 
not wealth or privileged social status, but the fame that followed her 
contribution to the United States.  Given the fact that she was born a 
black slave, “a self-made woman” means far greater struggles than 
those of a white self-made man, as Titus suggests: some thirty years of 
laboring as a slave and the long paths of “burdens of poverty and the 
ban of caste” (3).  We have to add, of course, a factor of being a woman 
to these handicaps listed by Titus.  This paper aims to examine how 
Truth transforms herself from a local evangelical preacher into a con-
spicuous abolitionist and feminist speaker who has earned a place in 
American history.  Although our ultimate purpose is to show how she 
has achieved independence and fame as a black woman activist, we 
have to look into the three artists—Stowe, Story, and Gage—who had 
helped Truth to attain nationwide publicity.
II
Although Titus introduces Truth as “one of the first to enlist in 
the war against slavery” (89), she was preoccupied with religious 
reforms when the first upsurge of antislavery movement occurred in the 
1830s (Painter, Explanatory Notes 253).  It was the Northampton 
Association of Education and Industry1, a utopian community in 
Massachusetts, where we last see Truth sojourning in peace in the 1850 
Narrtive, that initiated her into abolitionism, for one of its founders was 
George Benson, William Lloyd Garrison’s brother-in-law, and most of 
its members were Garrisonian abolitionists; Frederick Douglass, David 
Ruggles, a New York black abolitionist leader, and Wendel Phillips 
were frequent visitors.  The association based on the principle of equal-
ity regardless of class, race, sex, and religion also awakens her to femi-
nism; it is in this organization, which lasted only about four years from 
1842 to 46, that she met her first amanuensis, Olive Gilbert, a feminist 
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as well as an abolitionist.
The 1850 Narrative that Gilbert and Truth worked on together 
between 1846 and 1849 reports no antislavery activities or includes no 
abolitionist speeches; she must have learned the knowledge and skills 
of speeches protesting against slavery through the people connected 
with the association and by attending their meetings.  This small book 
of 128 pages, however, develops and propels her antislavery activities; 
the narrative tells of her long and weary life as a bondwoman and her 
rise from a downtrodden slave to a self-made preacher and thereby 
gives her a sort of warrant for speaking about slavery, while it economi-
cally supports her as an itinerant lecturer (she sells copies of the book, 
each for 25 cents, to earn her travelling expenses and pay for the mort-
gage of the house she has acquired in Northampton).  Immediately after 
its publication, Garrison endorses the book in his Liberator published 
on May 10, 1850: “This is a most interesting Narrative of a most 
remarkable and highly meritorious woman, the sale of which is to be 
for her exclusive benefit.  We commend it to all the friends of the col-
ored population.” Garrison’s review of the narrative clearly shows that 
it has an economic purpose besides aiming to denounce slavery.
In the early part of the “Book of Life,” Titus introduces that 
famous “Akron speech” Truth made in the winter of 1851 as one on her 
first major public speeches in formal gatherings, quite different from 
her former prompt ones as in camp meetings, and she inserts the whole 
report written by Frances D. Gage.  By placing Gage’s report of the 
Woman’s Rights Convention at Akron, Ohio, Titus seems to give read-
ers a wrong impression that it was published soon after the convention, 
or at least, long before Harriet Beecher Stowe’s essay titled “Sojourner 
Truth, The Libyan Sibyl.” On the contrary, Stowe’s “Libyan Sibyl” that 
appeared in the April 1863 issue of the Atlantic Monthly is the “primer” 
of Gage’s version of Truth at Akron published in the New York 
Independent in the next month; Gage apparently responded to the Truth 
that Stowe had envisioned in the Atlantic.
Stowe wrote the essay in the midst of the Civil War, remembering 
the visit of the self-proclaimed evangelical preacher in 1853, almost a 
decade before; Truth came to see Stowe, the author of the bestselling 
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Uncle Tom’s Cabin, in Andover, Massachusetts, to ask for a “puff” for 
her Narrative.  The graphic sketch of Truth by Stowe, already a literary 
lion, lifted Truth from a local travelling lecturer into a national symbol 
of the African race.  The sketch describes Truth as a “full-blooded” 
African woman, “dressed in some stout, grayish stuff, neat and clean, 
though dusty from travel” (103).  The author seems to be impressed by 
her imposing attitude, sensing “almost an unconscious superiority” in 
her: Truth, a tall woman, stood before short Stowe (“the little woman” 
as Lincoln called her in 1862), literally “[looking] down on [her]” 
(103), and “seemed perfectly self-possessed and at her ease” (103).
Depicting her very original religion in which she directly convers-
es with God and encapsulating what she talked about her arduous life, 
mixing her peculiar black dialect in the refined English, Stowe puts 
special emphasis on the visitor’s power to heal the sick both mental and 
physical in two illustrations.  The first one is about the white woman 
who showed only a cold-hearted indifference to Truth’s agonies as a 
mother whose son was illegally sold into the deep South; the woman 
later lost her own daughter who was killed by her violent southern hus-
band.  Seeing the suffering of the bereaved mother, Truth tried to 
soothe her:
“Well, I went in an’ tended that poor critter all night.  She was out 
of her mind—a cryin’, an’ callin’ for her daughter; an’ I held her 
poor ole head on my arm, an’ watched for her as ef she’d been my 
babby.  An’ I watched by her, an’ took care on her all through her 
sickness after that, an’ she died in my arms, poor thing!” (111)
The scene of her holding the suffering mistress in her arms reminds us 
of Candace, a female slave, in Minister’s Wooing, embracing Mrs. 
Marvyn, who cannot accept the news of her son’s death in a shipwreck; 
she cradles her like a baby in the bosom, saying, “Come, ye poor little 
lamb … come to ode Candace! … Why, de Lord a’n’t like what ye 
tink,—He loves ye, honey!  Why, jes’ feel how I loves ye,—poor ole 
black Candace” (201), and thus saves her out of madness in the end. 
Since Truth does not relate in her Narrative that she went into the room 
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of mourning and comforted the mistress, but only mentions her mad 
crying and her eventual death, it is not certain whether the picture of 
her cuddling the bereaved mother is Truth’s own revision/creation, or 
Stowe’s dramatization of the episode she had heard from her in 1853. 
In either case, it is apparent that Truth inspired Stowe to create Candace 
that gives a stereotypical mother image of a female black full of natural 
love.  As if intensifying the image, Stowe inserts one more episode to 
illustrate Truth’s healing and nursing power: Truth, on learning that 
there was at that time “an invalid in [Stowe’s] house,” immediately 
went to attend the sick person in bed as if she felt it her “mission to go 
and comfort her” (113): “One felt as if the dark, strange woman were 
quite able to take up the invalid in her bosom, and bear her as a lamb, 
both physically and spiritually” (114).
Though Stowe praises Truth on the whole throughout the essay, 
the latter does not seem to be pleased with it.  When offered to read the 
“Libyan Sibyl” for her, Truth answered in the negative, saying that she 
did not want to “hear about that old symbol” (118).  What is disagree-
able to her about the essay?  Truth probably disapproves of her passive 
image, of the way she is presented as a mysterious and strange object to 
be viewed by the white audience: “She stood among them, calm and 
erect, as one of her own native palm-trees waving alone in the desert” 
(104).  Here the depiction pictures an obscure black woman who stands 
alone surrounded by Stowe’s family and friends of high culture.  Stowe, 
moreover, had mistaken Truth for a native African and linked her with 
Africa—the “uncivilized” tropical land: “Sojourner, singing this hymn, 
seemed to impersonate the fervor of Ethiopia, wild, savage, hunted of 
all nations, but burning after God in her tropic heart, and stretching her 
scarred hands toward the glory to be revealed” (110; underlines mine). 
During the several days when she stayed at the Stowe house, Truth was 
often called to entertain the white audience; one of the guests, the 
Professor, would say, “Come, I am dull, can’t you get Sojourner up 
here to talk a little?” and she would appear in the parlor, “the central 
object of attention both to parents and children, always ready to talk or 
to sing” (112).
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III
The image of a mysterious figure in the uncultivated tropic land, 
in fact, has another source of inspiration.  As Stowe herself details in 
the essay her interaction with an American sculptor, William Wetmore 
Story, whom she met in Rome in the late 1850s (Hedrick 266-71), she 
recounted to him the life of Truth.  Story was at that time seeking for a 
new expression of art different from the traditional Greek one (Mabee 
110).  Trying to part from “the cold elegance of Greek lines” (Truth 
115), he had just turned his eye to Africa as the unexplored land with 
hidden mysterious power, and showed deep interest in her story of 
Truth:
The history of Sojourner Truth worked in his mind and led him 
into the deeper recesses of the African nature—those unexplored 
depths of being and feeling, mighty and dark as the gigantic 
depths of tropical forests, mysterious as the hidden rivers and 
mines of that burning continent whose life-history is yet to be. 
(115).
Having completed Cleopatra, his first attempt to express an 
African theme, Story soon began to work on the next African statue 
which he called “Libyan Sibyl”; the sculpture was exhibited in the 1862 
London world fair along with Cleopatra and was highly estimated, and 
it became one of his masterpieces.  Henry James highly evaluates the 
sculpture as the artist’s best work: “The admirable Libyan Sibyl indeed 
he, on the whole, I think, never surpassed—never perhaps even quite 
equalled” (James 79).
Although Stowe saw only the clay model of the Libyan Sibyl at 
his atelier, she inserts in the same essay an excerpt from the London 
Athenoeum to convey what the work was like to the American audience:
The Sibilla Libica [Libyan Sibyl] has crossed her knees—an 
action universally held amongst the ancients as indicative of reti-
cence or secrecy, and of power to bind ….  Her forward elbow is 
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propped upon one knee; and to keep her secrets closer, for this 
Libyan woman is the closest of all the sibyls, she rests her shut 
mouth upon one closed palm, as if holding the African mystery 
deep in the brooding brain that looks out through mournful, warn-
ing eyes, seen under the wide shade of the strange horned 
(Ammonite) crest…. (116)
As the review in Athenoeum quoted above suggests, Story’s sibyl 
romanticizes the ancient African sibyl who holds the “African mystery 
deep in the brooding brain.”  But this sibyl is unable to tell the secret 
(her mouth was firmly shut, and the scroll—an oracle—held in her left 
hand was closed).  She is deeply meditating 
like the figure in Albrecht Durer’s Melancholy 
(Yellin 84).  Story explains about his Sibyl in 
his letter to Charles Sumner, an American 
abolitionist senator:
It is a very massive figure, big-shoul-
dered, large-bosomed, with nothing of the 
Venus in it, but, as far as I could make 
it, luxuriant and heroic.  She is looking 
out of her black eyes into futurity and 
sees the terrible fate of her race.  This is 
the theme of the figure—Slavery on the 
horizon, and I made her head as melan-
choly and severe as possible, not at all 
shirking the real African type. (qtd. in James 71)
The marble sculpture, engraved during the Civil War, was meant 
to be “Slavery on the horizon”; Story, living in Italy, was concerned 
with the antislavery cause for which America was fighting.  The mas-
sive figure represents the slave in America and she is in great agony for 
the future of her race.  When we note that the sibyl is unclothed down 
to her hips in contrast to Cleopatra well draperied—James calls her “a 
dressed heroine” (80), it suggests American slavery.  The Libyan Sibyl 
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Wetmore Story. Carleton Mabee, 
Sojourner Truth: Slave, Prophet, 
Legend. New York UP, 1995.
is indeed his “anti-slavery sermon in stone” (qtd. in Yellin 84; Mabee 
111).  Despite his insistence that he made it “heroic,” the sedentary fig-
ure is stuck in pensive thoughts, facing the “terrible fate of her race”; 
the figure is as passive as Stowe’s sibyl.
Though Stowe reveals in the essay that her story of Truth inspired 
Story’s Sibyl, already a popular subject of the day, the statue does not 
express Truth, but the whole African race.  And it is probable that 
Stowe was inspired by the sculpture in writing her “Libyan Sibyl”; it is 
not only that the popularity and high estimation of his statue might have 
induced her to write the essay and she used his title for it, but also that 
his way of presenting an African woman, in turn, might have influenced 
her description of Truth.  Both figures are passive, though romantic, 
representing something mysterious different from Anglo-Saxon 
American culture, and thus both American artists distance the black 
race.
In 1863 when the essay was published, Truth had already estab-
lished as an antislavery speaker, actively working for her race.  She 
must have felt uncomfortable with the passive image of an African 
woman Stowe created.  However, the essay written by the world-
famous writer greatly heightened Truth’s publicity and she was thereaf-
ter frequently called “Libyan Sibyl,” “American sibyl,” or “colored 
American sibyl” when introduced to the audience.  However repulsive 
this might be, it is true that Stowe’s “Libyan Sibyl” transformed her 
from a local lecturer into a nationwide activist.  Even her first amanuen-
sis, Olive Gilbert, wrote to her later, blessing her chance to be taken up 
as the subject of Stowe’s writing: “I was much pleased with Mrs. 
Stowe’s enthusiasm over you.  You really almost received your apothe-
osis from her.  She proposed, I think, that you should have a statue and 
symbolize our American Sibyl” (188).
IV
It was not Truth alone who felt uneasy about the portrait of Truth 
that Stowe created in the Atlantic Monthly.  Frances D. Gage, who had 
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seen and heard Truth speak in public in the Woman’s Rights 
Convention held at Akron, Ohio, in 1853, reacted against it.  She wrote 
a report on the convention for the New York Independent within a 
month after the appearance of Stowe’s essay, remembering, like Stowe, 
the meeting that she had presided a dozen years before.  In her article in 
the weekly magazine, Gage builds up a heroic woman fighter who res-
cues the convention on the verge of collapse by her powerful speech 
full of witty and rhetorical refutations: Gage’s Truth is a fighting 
woman, like Jane of Ark, who leads her people in a desperate battle to a 
victory, quite different from either Stowe’s sibyl standing alone in the 
tropic desert or Story’s silent one absolved in meditation.
As Carleton Mabee remarks, Gage’s article well conveys “the 
atmosphere of the convention,” “the contents of Truth’s speech,” and 
“the effect of the speech on the convention” (80).  And its well-known 
repetitive and rhetorical question, “ar’n’t I a woman?”, serves to create 
a rhythmical and crescendo tone of her oral delivery.  Having examined 
the four contemporary periodicals which reported on Truth’s speech 
soon after the convention, however, Mabee concludes that this rhetori-
cal question was invented by Gage who was a poet as well as a feminist 
activist (81)2; he suggests that the report by Marius Robinson published 
in the June 1851 Anti-Slavery Bugle is more authentic than the other 
three (81).  Yet Gage’s article, much more dramatic and expanded than 
the Robinson’s brief report that appears to be more objective, was 
incorporated in 1881 into the History of Woman Suffrage compiled by 
Elizabeth Cady Stanton and other feminists and was to remain as 
Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman?” speech in the American women’s history 
longer than Stowe’s “Libyan Sibyl,” while Truth made no comment on 
or correction of either one of them.
It is worth examining, therefore, what figure Gage tries to create 
and what effect she brings about by that attempt.  According to Gage, 
the cause of woman’s rights was unpopular at that time, so that the con-
vention was already stormy before Truth stood on the stage; male min-
isters refuted the cause one after another, arguing women’s intellectual 
inferiority, their inheritance of Eve’s sin, and their exclusion from the 
religious authority; the opposing opinions were becoming dominant and 
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there was much sneering in the audience to the extent that some of the 
female members were “on the point of losing dignity” (91).  Most of 
the women leaders were pressing Gage, the chair, not to let Truth speak 
in fear that the black presence would bring about the antislavery issue 
and make the already confused meeting a catastrophe.  Gage thus pre-
pares a setting of serious predicament just before Truth makes a speech 
powerful enough to turn the tables, and thereby heightens her heroic 
image.
Calling the audience “chilern,” Truth begins her rebuttal to the 
major arguments by the ministers.  She denies the statement of wom-
an’s inferiority to man in physical power by showing her strength 
(Gage adds description of her gesture in parentheses: “she bared her 
right arm to the shoulder, showing her tremendous muscular power”) 
(92).  As for the supposition of small capacity of woman’s brain, she 
retorts it by saying that even if woman’s cup holds only half of man’s, 
it does not mean not to fill the small cup (i.e. to reject giving her 
rights); the issue of intellect has nothing to do with woman’s rights. 
The third point seems to be concerned with the tradition of misogyny in 
Christianity to exclude women.  Christ came from God and Virgin 
Mary, Truth asserts, and “[man] had nothing to do with him” (Gage 
does not fail to note the audience’s response—“rolling thunder” not 
easily stilled) (92).  And as for Eve’s sin that led to the expulsion from 
the paradise, she wittily asserts, encouraging and involving the whole 
female attendants as Gage’s insertion, “and she glanced her eye over 
us,” clearly shows: “if de fust woman God ever made was strong 
enough to turn the world upside down, all ’lone, dese togedder … ought 
to be able to turn it back and get it right side up again” (92-93).
Her repeated rhetorical phrase, “ar’n’t I a woman?”, concentrates 
on attacking the idea of woman’s physical inferiority to men; she totally 
denies it by demonstrating her power and ability to perform hard labor 
that equals any male slave’s.  A close reading of this part makes clear 
that as the phrase is repeated, the disputed point gradually shifts from 
the issue of a middle-class lady to that of a slave worker, and further to 
that of a slave mother; she is never “helped into carriages, and lifted 
ober ditches,” as one of the male speakers insisted a woman should be; 
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she has “plowed, and planted, and gathered into barns” and performed 
as hard work as any man did; and she has “borne thirteen chilern and 
seen ’em mos’ all sold off into slavery” (92).  Here the issues of wom-
an’s rights and the antislavery are put together and matters of gender, 
race, and even class are intertwined.  The rhetorical question Gage’s 
Truth poses, “ar’n’t I a woman?”, “inserts blackness into feminism and 
gender into racial identity” (Painter, Sojourner Truth 171): 
[She] was the pivot that linked two causes—of women (presumed 
to be white) and of blacks (presumed to be men)—through one 
black female body.  One phrase sums up the meaning of the 
emblematic Sojourner Truth today: “ar’n’t I a woman?” (171)
And yet Gage’s use of the southern black dialect3 paradoxically 
distances Truth from the white women who are safely protected from 
being exposed and waiting to be rescued (Painter, Sojourner Truth 
170).  In fact, Gage’s article does myth-making in a double way.  Not 
only does it present Truth as a heroic black feminist, but also pictures 
Gage herself as the wise and courageous chair who decided to let her 
speak in spite of the strong opposition from many woman leaders, and 
eventually led the convention to a great success.  According to Mabee, 
there is no evidence that the convention was exposed by mobbish sneer-
ing or that the women leaders were hostile to Truth; they were rather 
worried about Gage’s ability to reside the convention because of her 
inexperience (70-73).  In a sense, the “ar’n’t I a woman?” speech is also 
a revision of Gage as a chair of the 1853 women’s convention.
Here a question may well be posed; what is a figure closer to 
Truth?  As I have mentioned in the earlier part of this paper, the col-
lage-like portrait in the “Book of Life” seems to present a multi-faceted 
Truth, never integrated into one authentic figure of the illiterate black 
woman, each fragment showing one of her numerous aspects at odds 
with one another.  Yet the pieces of information about her, being put 
together, seem to give a certain image of Truth.  The examination of 
other aspects of Truth which are not integrated into either Stowe’s sibyl 
or Gage’s “ar’n’t I a woman?” speech is necessary.
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notes
1 For the Northampton Association of Education and Industry, see Historic 
Northampton and “A Utopian Community in Florence, MA.”
2 Painter also concludes that “Ar’n’t I a woman?” was Gage’s invention 
(171).
3 Painter suggests that Gage has Truth speak a dialect “that may have been 
inspired by the Southern Carolinians around Gage in 1863” (Sojourner Truth 
170). This signifies that Gage attempts to picture Truth as an ex-slave from the 
South.
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